The function of the Mondego estuary as a fish nursery habitat was investigated from June 2003 to June 2004 by comparing the timing of estuarine colonization with juveniles of sea bass Dicentrarchus labrax, flounder Platichthys flesus, and sole Solea solea, while also analysing their population structure, growth and diet composition. Differences in the onset of estuarine colonization were observed, since sole juveniles were the first to enter the estuary (in January), followed by flounder in April and sea bass in June. The estuarine population of these species consisted of several agegroups, although the majority of individuals belonged to age-groups 0 and 1. The growth rates determined for 0-group fish were within the range of those reported for other European estuarine systems. Some differences were also recognized regarding the timing of estuarine colonization and the length of the growing season. Diet of 0-group sea bass consisted mainly of Crustacea, Polychaeta and Mollusca. Flounder juveniles fed chiefly on Amphipoda (especially Corophium spp.), with Polychaeta, Isopoda and Decapoda also being common prey. The diet of 0-group sole was dominated by Polychaeta, with Amphipoda, Mollusca and Decapoda ranking highest, with other important benthic organisms also being present. Dietary overlap among these species was relatively low.
Introduction

Feeding ecology 128
The diet of 0-group D. labrax (n=324), P. flesus (n=204) and S. solea (n=304) was 129 studied based only on the stomach contents, which were removed and preserved in 4% 130 buffered formalin for later identification to the lowest possible taxonomical level. Each 131 prey item was counted and weighted (wet weight with 0.001 g precision). The relative 132 importance of preys was assessed using the numerical (NI), occurrence (OI) and 133 gravimetric (GI) indices (Hyslop, 1980) , and feeding activity was evaluated using the 134 vacuity index (VI), given by the percentage of empty stomachs. 135 Wallace and Ramsey (1983) suggested that values higher than 0.6 should be considered as 139 biologically significant. 140
141
RESULTS
142
Environmental conditions in the Mondego estuary 143
Temperature and salinity showed a typical pattern for a southern temperate region, 144
with summer values in the range 18-26°C and mild winter temperature. 
178
Feeding ecology 179
Diet of 0-group sea bass consisted mainly of crustaceans, polychaetes and molluscs 180 (Table 1) . Copepoda, Amphipoda (mainly Corophium spp.) and Decapoda (mainly 181
Crangon crangon) were the most important preys in number (NI=53%), occurrence 182 (OI=42%) and weight (GI=34%), respectively. Polychaeta was the second most important 183 prey according to the three indices (NI=31%; OI=35%; GI=22%), Mollusca (mainly 184
represented by siphons of Scrobicularia plana) were also important in number and 185 occurrence, and Teleostei in weight. 186
The main prey of 0-group flounder was Corophium spp. (indices values higher than 187 72%), followed by Polychaeta (NI = 9%, OI = 23% and GI = 17%), Isopoda (mainly 188
Cyathura carinata) and Decapoda (especially C. crangon) ( Table 1) . 189
Sole juveniles fed mostly on Polychaeta (NI=81%, OI=69% and GI=65% 
Growing season 210
The timing for settlement relies on the species' spawning period, the spawning 211 respectively. These values were higher than those obtained for the Mondego estuary, with 223 an estimated size of 100 mm at the same age (Table 3) . This can be a consequence of the 224 particular conditions of the Mondego estuary, mainly its small area (3.4 km 2 ) and high 225 freshwater influence, inducing an earlier migration to the adjacent coastal areas by the 226 largest fish since the end of summer, as observed by a decrease in mean length. For older 227 fish, the results suggest that migration pulses can also occur throughout the year. 228
Regarding P. flesus juveniles, growth studies are scarce. However, differences in 229 mean total length with those reported for the Wadden Sea (Lake Grevelingen) (Doornbos 230 and Twisk, 1984) were found, since the individuals from the Mondego exhibited longer 231 total lengths at the end of the fast growing season (Table 3) leading to a larger fish size in the southernmost areas, may rely on higher growth rates 239 during a longer fast growing season. The mean total length for this species in the Mondego 240 (168.1 mm) was within the range for its geographical area (Table 3) . described. This pattern can be attributed to an oceanographic boundary south to the 270 Mondego, the Peniche Peninsula, which is the northern limit for Mediterranean influence 271 and the southern limit for North-Atlantic influence (Fiúza, 1982) . 272
In the Bay of Biscay, the three species spawn roughly at the same season (winter-273 spring, depending on wintering conditions). Estuarine conditions resulted in non maximal 274 growth rates for sole (and may be for the flounder), but a protracted growing season and 275 food availability allowed 0-groups to reach big sizes before winter, contrary to the typical 276 pattern of offshore emigration that occurs at higher latitudes. 277
All species showed a high variability in densities, which could be the result of inter- 
